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(54) Title: AUTOMATED AND INDEPENDENTLY ACCESSIBLE INVENTORY INFORMATION EXCHANGE SYSTEM 
(57) Abstract 

A method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination 
of information by a host regarding product and service availability. The 
method includes the steps of establishing a host operated information 
management system on a computer. Host approved sellers of products 
and services are granted limited electronic access to the information 
management system so that the seller can access that seller's inventory 
information on the system for adding, amending and deleting portions of 
the seller's inventory information. The seller's inventory information is 
analyzed and assimilated into a buyer's listing of products and services 
available to potential buyers. Host approved buyers of products and services 
are granted limited electronic access to the system so that each approved 
buyer can access the buyer's listing for reviewing products and services of 
interest to that buyer. An approved buyer can electronically designate a 
product or service of interest for purchase from the buyer's listing. 



ACCESS 




ACCESS 




APPROVED 




GATE 














B 




B 


U 




U 


Y 




Y 


E 




E 


R 1 




R 2 



FOR THE PURPOSES OF INFORMATION ONLY 



Codes used to identify States party to the PCT on the front pages of pamphlets publishing international applications under the PCT. 



AL 


Albania 


ES 


Spain 


LS 


Leaotho 


SI 


Slovenia 


AM 


Armenia 


FI 


Finland 


LT 


Lithuania 


SK 


Slovakia 


AT 


Austria 


FR 


France 


LU 


Luxembourg 


SN 


Senegal 


AU 


Australia 


GA 


Gabon 


LV 


Latvia 


sz 


Swaziland 


AZ 


Azerbaijan 


GB 


Untied Kingdom 


MC 


Monaco 


TO 


Chad 


BA 


Bosnia and llerzegovtna 


GE 


Georgia 


MD 


Republic of Moldova 


TG 


Togo 


BB 


Barbados 


GEf 


Ghana 


MG 


Madagascar 


TJ 


Tajikistan 


BB 


Belgium 


GN 


Guinea 


MK 


The former Yugoslav 


TM 


Turkmenistan 


BP 


Burkina Faso 


CR 


Greece 




Republic of Macedonia 


TU 


Turkey 


BG 


Bulgaria 


HU 


Hungary 


ML 


Mali 


TT 


Trinidad and Tobago 


BJ 


Benin 


IE 


Ireland 


MN 


Mongolia 


UA 


Ukraine 


BR 


Brazil 


IL 


Israel 


MR 


Mauritania 


UG 


Uganda 


BY 


Belarus 


IS 


Iceland 


MW 


Malawi 


US 


United States of America 


CA 


Canada 


IT 


Italy 


MX 


Mexico 


uz 


Uzbekistan 


CF 


Central African Republic 


JP 


Japan 


NE 


Niger 


VN 


Viet Nam 


CC 


Congo 


KE 


Kenya 


NL 


Netherlands 


YU 


Yugoslavia 


CU 


Switzerland 


KG 


Kyrgyzstan 


NO 


Norway 


ZW 


Zimbabwe 


a 


Cote d'l voire 


KP 


Democratic People's 


NZ 


New Zealand 






CM 


Cameroon 




Republic of Korea 


PL 


Poland 






CN 


China 


KR 


Republic of Korea 


PT 


Portugal 






CU 


Cuba 


KZ 


Kazakstan 


RO 


Romania 






ez 


Czech Republic 


LC 


Saint Lucia 


RU 


Russian Federation 






DE 


Germany 


U 


Liechtenstein 


SD 


Sudan 






DK 


Denmark 


LK 


Sri Lankt 


SE 


Sweden 






EE 


Estonia 


LR 


Liberia 


SG 


Singapore 







WO 97/44749 



PCT/US97/08750 



AUTOMATED AND INDEPENDENTLY ACCESSIBLE 
INVENTORY INFORMATION EXCHANGE SYSTEM 

DESCRIPTION 

5 TECHNICAL FIELD: This invention relates generally to apparatus and method for 
matching buyers and sellers of products and services. More particularly, it pertains to 
automated, and usually computerized methods and systems for creating a depository for 
sellers to indicate inventory availability and a source for buyers to access to review those 
seller's inventories for purchase purposes. Optionally, the system may be used by a single 
10 entity to manage assets where multiple users require the ability to independently access 
the management system, often times from remote and varying locations. 

BACKGROUND ART: The cornerstone of a free trade system is the ability of 

merchants to make the availability of their products and services known to potential 

15 purchasers. The concept of trading between sellers and buyers is well known and 
transactions between the two originally occurred in face-to-face meetings. Subsequently, 
as markets became more sophisticated, buyers and sellers turned to written 
documentation for both placing orders and filling orders. Of late, however, the advent of 
electronic transactional capabilities has made it exceedingly advantageous for businesses 

20 to automate many of their methods of doing business. Among those methods and 
processes is the activity of merchandizing goods and services. A common goal in these 
automations is to increase accuracy, while at the same time reduce costs and time-frames 
between the initiation of a purchase and its completion. 

A fundamental need of sellers of merchandise and providers of services is an 

25 effective means for communicating inventory availabilities to potential buyers. As 
evidenced by the thriving advertizing industry, effective and persuasive means for 
communicating information to buyers is a paramount concern for providers. The advent 
of broadcast media provided a revolutionary step and improvement in the ability to 
disseminate information to purchasers. Broadcast communications, however, are 

30 unidirectional in that sellers are able to disseminate information to potential buyers, but 
those buyers who receive the information are not able to react in a direct manner and 
"broadcast" a response. Though radio and television has made it easier for a seller to 
distribute product and service information to a broader audience than traditional print 
media, it has not provided a highly effective means for selecting the receivers of the 
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information, nor does it provide a closed environment within which the parties may review 
the needs and abilities of the other. 

Because of the broadcast media's ability to disseminate information in a rather 
scattered manner to parties who may or may not have a need for the advertised product 
5 or service, consumers are regularly bombarded with information from sellers that is of no 
interest, and in many cases serves only to irritate. As a result, a majority of the 
resources expended on broadcast advertising are wasted on the distribution of information 
that is never likely to achieve a sale. 

As opposed to advertising to consumers, marketing between businesses is often 
10 more successful at affecting a sale. The reason for this is that more focused 
communication is possible when a supplier knows with some degree of certainty who its 
potential customers are. In that case, information may be provided to those who are at 
least likely to purchase goods and services of the seller. 

Some sellers choose systems in which information about their merchandise is made 
15 available to potential purchasers, but it is the purchaser that originates a transaction by 
accessing the information and initiating a purchase. In this type of system, there is almost 
a 100 % percent certainty that the potential purchaser at least has a need for the product, 
and because they are actively seeking to review available products and services that will 
meet their needs, they are also likely to affect and complete a purchase. The problem of 
20 such a system is providing an environment within which the providers information is 
conveniently deposited and held until selectively accessed by interested buyers. In a more 
traditional format, catalogs of merchandise available from a provider have been printed 
and which may in turn be requested by buyers interested in those types of products. 
Without some advertising of the availability of these catalogs, however, it is unlikely that 
25 many purchasers will either know about the catalog's availability, or how to order and 
receive one. 

The catalog concept has been automated in United States Patent 5,053,956 that 
discloses an interactive system for retail transactions. In use, a purchaser may access a 
computer system and select information about a particular product that is then displayed 
30 on a video screen, together with certain data and specification about the product. In this 
invention, a transaction may be affected and a purchase made through the displaying 
computer system. 

A related system is disclosed in United States Patent 5,402,336 that discloses a 
system and method for allocating resources of a retailer among multiple wholesalers. This 
-35 system provides a means by which information may be provided about a plurality of 
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wholesalers and their inventories and purchases made by retailers based on those retailers' 
collective needs. 

In each of the described patented systems, the purchaser has the ability to access 
information in an automated environment and review merchandise information. Orders 
5 may even be placed on these systems once the purchaser has made an appropriate 
selection. In each situation, however, the merchandise provider has no interactive 
capabilities for accessing the systems. Instead, the sellers are dependant upon 
information about their products and services being entered and made available by the 
system administrator. 

10 An alternative system for exchanging information has been described in United 

States patent number 4,799,156 that discloses an interactive market management 
system. Therein, a system is described for interactive on-line electronic communications 
and processing of business transactions between a plurality of different types of 
independent users including at least a plurality of sellers and a plurality of buyers, as well 

15 as financial institutions and freight service providers. The concept is to provide each 
member participating in a transaction simultaneous on-line communication with the other 
members. The environment for the communication is a computer system, but the 
interaction is akin to a conference call or "chat line" wherein each member communicates 
with the others and is ultimately able to make commitments for their contributions to the 

20 transaction on the system. While certain benefits may be achieved by such an interactive 
system, there are many times when all parties are not available at the same time to 
interact with one another. As a result, utilization of a system of this nature will be limited 
to those times at which all parties are simultaneously available to correspond with each 
other. The ability to fully utilize a system of this nature is obviously hindered by this 

25 requirement that all parties be available at the same time. Furthermore, it has the 
limitation of being able to be utilized for only a single transaction at any one time. That 
is, multiple purchasers cannot converse with the seller about separate and different 
transactions at the same time. 

In reviewing the above needs of purchasers and sellers, as well as the known 

30 systems that are presently available for their transactions, the need for an improved means 
for exchanging product and service information between parties has been recognized and 
resolved through the use of the present invention. 

DISCLOSURE OF THE INVENTION: 
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This invention includes features and/or components that have been invented and 
selected for their individual and combined benefits and superior performance as an 
automated and independently accessible inventory information exchange system. The 
system includes multiple aspects that individually and collectively provide new and novel 
5 features in and of themselves. Each of the individual components or processes, however, 
work in association with, and are optimally mated to the others. Together, they yield an 
overall information management system that has superior collective effectiveness in 
providing an automated and independently accessible inventory information exchange 
system. 

10 Referring now to specific embodiments of the information management system of 

the automated and independently accessible inventory information exchange system of 
the present invention, additional benefits and advantageous features will be appreciated. 
The following optional and alternative embodiments of the present invention are provided 
as exemplifications to aid in the understanding of the invention, but are not to be 

15 considered necessarily limitations on the scope of protection claimed herein regarding the 
method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of information by a 
host regarding product and service availability. 

In these regards, the method includes the steps of establishing a host operated 
information management system wherein the information management system is a 

20 computer having information processing and storage capabilities. The host also has 
electronic communication connections such as modems that permit third parties to 
electronically connect with the information management system for exchanging 
information therewith. Host approved sellers of products and services are granted limited 
electronic access to the information management system so that each approved seller 

25 then has a self-initiated capability to exclusively access that seller's inventory information 
that is maintained on the information management system for adding, amending and 
deleting portions of the seller's inventory information. The seller's inventory information 
is analyzed and assimilated into a buyers listing of products and services available through 
the information management system to potential buyers. Host approved buyers of 

30 products and services are granted limited electronic access to the information 
management system so that each approved buyer has a setf-initiatable capability to access 
the buyers listing for reviewing products and services of interest to that buyer. Within the 
information management system, the capability is provided for a purchase transaction to 
be initiated by an approved buyer who electronically designates a product or service of 
-35 interest for purchase from the buyers listing. 
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In one embodiment, a seller is assessed a service charge determined by the amount 
of inventory information stored on the seller's behalf in the host information management 
system. In another embodiment, the seller is assessed a transactional service charge, the 
amount of that service charge being determined by the sale price of the item sold in a sale 
5 transaction completed on the host information management system. In yet another 
embodiment, the seller is assessed a uniform transactional service charge per sale 
transaction completed on the host information management system. 

Each approved buyer's capability to access the buyers listing for reviewing 
products further comprises the capability to filter the buyers listing so that only products 

10 or services meeting that buyer's specified criteria are listed for review. To aid in assuring 
that buyers may select only available products and services, the host system may alter 
the status of a selected item upon its designation by a buyer for purchase so that the item 
is subsequently removed from display on the buyers listing. Alternatively, the selected 
item designated by a buyer for purchase may be blocked from future selection by that or 

15 other buyers until the item's previous "available" status is restored. 

Each seller and each buyer is issued a unique identifier utilized by the host 
information management system to identify each upon their log in into the host 
information management system. This log in identifier, such as a company identification 
number and/or password will be recognized and recorded by the host information 

20 management system for usage tracking, billing, and other purposes. 

In a preferred embodiment, the host operated information management system is 
interfaced to the sellers and the buyers as a site accessible through the Internet. Easy 
access is provided to the host Internet site to the sellers and buyers, each of whom may 
access the host site upon their own initiative remotely through an Internet access provider 

25 of their choice. Because this preferred embodiment operates within the framework of the 
Internet, the system is substantially continuously available to a plurality of sellers and a 
plurality of buyers, except during very brief times during which system maintenance is 
performed. 

The host information management system operates in a database format in which 
30 information pertaining to a particular product or service item is maintained as one of a 
plurality of records of the database and the buyers listing is produced through a report that 
surveys the plurality of records and compiles the buyers listing from selected information 
contained within those records. When input, each record is assigned a unique identifier 
for tracking and processing purposes. Since each record usually reflects a discrete item 
- 35 of product or a particular service, the record identifier, such as an identification number. 
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also serves to identify individual products or services among the possibly many that are 
maintained not only by a particular seller, but also among the several sellers' inventories. 

Each record is formatted to a base template that has a plurality of fields wherein 
each field is intended to contain a specific type of information about the product or service 
5 item of that record. Because each seller is identified upon log in into the host system, a 
customized template may be created for each seller wherein each field that is likely to 
contain the same information for each product or service record of that seller is partially 
pre-completed to facilitate the entry of product and service information into the host 
information management system by the seller. Therefore, instead of displaying a generic 

10 template to a seller when his or her inventories are being manipulated to add, change or 
delete items, their customized template may be displayed for making the manipulation 
process go more quickly and with less effort. 

This same or abbreviated version of the template may be displayed to a buyer upon 
log in. That buyer may then complete chosen fields with information to be used in a 

15 matching process with like fields in the sellers' inventory records for filtering product and 
service information to be listed on the buyers listing to that information which meets the 
buyer's specified filter criteria. As an option to the buyer, the buyer's filtered product and 
service information to be listed on the buyers listing may be further condensed so that 
multiple items of like or similar products and services meeting certain host or buyer 

20 specified criteria are reduced to single entries on that buyer's listing for brevity and 
simplification purposes to the reviewing buyer. 

Among those benefits and improvements that have been disclosed, other objects 
and advantages of this invention will become apparent from the following description 
taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings. The drawings constitute a part of 

25 this specification and include exemplary embodiments of the present invention and 
illustrate various objects and features thereof. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS: 

Figure 1 is a schematic representation of the inventory information exchange 
system. 

Figure 2 is a flowcharted representation of the method of utilizing the automated 
5 and independently accessible inventory information exchange system of the present 
invention as employed by a plurality of buyers and sellers in an Internet environment. 

Figure 3 is a flowcharted representation of the method of utilizing the automated 
and independently accessible inventory information exchange system of the present 
invention as employed by an entity for asset management purposes wherein a plurality of 
10 users access the system via the Internet. 

MODE(S) FOR CARRYING OUT THE INVENTION: 

As required, detailed embodiments of the present invention are disclosed herein; 
however, it is to be understood that the disclosed embodiments are merely exemplary of 

15 the invention that may be embodied in various and alternative forms. The figures are not 
necessarily to scale, some features may be exaggerated to show details of particular 
components. Therefore, specific structural and functional details disclosed herein are not 
to be interpreted as limiting, but merely as a basis for the claims and as a representative 
basis for teaching one skilled in the art to variously employ the present invention. 

20 Certain terminology will be used in the following description for convenience and 

reference only and not for purposes of limitation. For purposes of this invention, a person 
of ordinary skill in the art is considered to be one versed in the utilization of personal 
computers, programs employed on personal computers, and accessing and utilizing the 
network commonly referred to as the Internet or World Wide Webb. 

25 The present invention provides a means by which product and service information 

may be made available to select buyers. The basic concept of the present invention is to 
provide a data base to which sellers and buyers have limited, but independent access for 
exchanging sales information. Each seller has the ability to access information about his 
or her own inventory on the system. It is contemplated that multiple sellers will have 

30 inventory information on the system in "areas" that contain their information alone. Each 
of those several sellers will only have access to their own inventory information, and not 
the information of the other sellers. 

From each of those sellers' areas, information will be retrieved, processed and 
manipulated into a buyer's display to which a plurality of buyers have access for reviewing 
- 35 up-to-date information about the several sellers' merchandise and/or services. In this 
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embodiment of the system, there is no direct nor simultaneous communication between 
the sellers and buyers. Instead, the system is effectively divided into a sellers' domain 
and a buyers' domain that are interfaced by an administrative operating system. The 
operating system may be used as a filter of the several sellers' inventories for compiling 
5 a listing of total available merchandise for the member purchasers. Optionally, direct 
communication may be facilitated between a buyer and seller by accommodating the 
delivery of messages or if both are simultaneously logged into the system, each may be 
electronically interconnected. For obvious reasons, this type of direct communication will 
not be made available to users in all situations, thereby preserving the hosf s control over 

10 the exchanges enjoyed by the subscribing users on the information management system. 

In one embodiment of the invention, purchasers may place an order with the host 
or administrator of the system who later conveys the information to an appropriate seller. 
Alternatively, the purchaser may place an order directly with a specific seller based on 
either product criteria or seller's identification, if that is made available. In any event, both 

15 sellers and purchasers may access their sides of the system at any time; sellers may 
manipulate and change their inventory information and buyers may review an updated 
product listing that is maintained and updated on a substantially continuous basis. 

It is contemplated that the present invention may be maintained within any one of 
several available environments that allows limited user accessibility as well as processing 

20 capabilities for manipulating the information to be exchanged. Because of the compiling 
and assimilating features required of the administrative system, it is incumbent that the 
hosting system be computerized and that the sellers and buyers have a means by which 
they can independently gain access on their own initiative. A dedicated computer base 
or system having dial-up and on-line capabilities would satisfy these requirements, as 

25 would the more elaborate, but exceedingly popular Internet. Within each of these 
computerized systems, it is possible to partition off special areas for each sellers inventory 
information, and to which a particular seller has exclusive access. 

The information provided within each seller's inventory area is formatted and input 
in such a way that the administrative portion of the system can retrieve that information 

30 and analyze and compile it with information about the inventories of other sellers. The 
information from the several sellers' areas is either continuously monitored or 
intermittently examined on a regular, but frequent basis to extract relevant changes about 
the several available inventories. The withdrawn information is then compiled to present 
a uniform product listing that may include a listing of each product of each seller, or 
- 35 alternatively the listing may be filtered to show a unified listing of products wherein each 
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product has a single entry regardless of the number of sellers having that particular 
product for sale. This listing is typically not directly accessible by the sellers. In at least 
one embodiment, a seller will have to also be authorized as a buyer to gain access to the 
compiled listing. 

5 On the opposite side of the administrative system from the sellers' domain is the 

merchandise display domain for subscribing buyers desiring to review the information 
compiled from the several sellers' data bases. In at least one embodiment, the buyer will 
be able to communicate with the host and specify criteria for the display listing that will 
limit the displayed listing to only those products and/or services of immediate interest. 

10 In this way a greater array of products may be maintained on any given system without 
causing confusion or becoming burdensome since the buyers can filter what is displayed 
at any one time on their own. 

The buyers will typically view the administrator of the system as a sole provider 
of the listed products and services, and not a representative of the plurality of sellers. In 

15 this way, the host acts as a clearing house through which information is collected from 
sellers and then displayed for buyers who can then place orders through the system. The 
administrator may then order appropriate product and service corresponding to the buyers' 
requirements. In an alternative embodiment, it is anticipated that the buyers may place 
orders directly with the sellers and that the host receives a commission or fee for 

20 providing the information exchange service. 

The system and process of the present invention may be differentiated from others 
presently known by its ability to serve as an administrator or host that coordinates 
between a sellers' domain and a buyers' domain with the interface therebetween being 
a site having an analyzed display of products and services available upon the system. By 

25 having the intermediary administrator, the necessity of providing interactive and 
simultaneous communication between the buyer and seller is eliminated. It does, 
however, provide continuous access to the system for both buyers and sellers. The 
system permits the buyer to order product and service through the administrator at any 
time, just as it permits sellers to access and amend their inventory information. Among 

30 the benefits of this system is that neither party on either side of the administrator need 
be logged into the system at the same time. This benefits all users in that the schedule 
of each may be accommodated and business can be transacted across multiple time zones 
from any point across the globe having connective capabilities. It further benefits the 
sellers in that exposure is provided to customers who have a defined need for the sellers' 
- 35 products and who are seeking at least information of the nature maintained on the system. 
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From the buyers perspective, the exchange system eliminates the need to solicit 
information from multiple providers and permits them to review analyzed and organized 
information about relevant products of interest. 

ft is anticipated that this system may be provided on any electronic medium 
5 capable of providing a means for limiting access to a plurality of authorized users. It is 
contemplated that an appropriate host system may be a dedicated computer having dial-up 
and on-line capabilities, as well as computational capabilities. In a preferred embodiment 
however, the system is administered in an Internet environment wherein a host site serves 
as the administrator and both buyers and sellers are permitted access to the site based on 

10 authorized access codes. Information for transacting actual purchases may be exchanged 
outside of this system in a more traditional manner of placing an order by either telephone, 
telecopy, or mail service from the sellers to the administrator. It is anticipated, however, 
that the host site will accommodate direct orders on-line by the purchaser. 

From a hardware standpoint, it is well known in the art today to provide personal 

15 computer (PC) access to either a dial-up system or a web site by multiple users either 
simultaneously or at different times. Therefore, the users of the present invention are 
required only to have computing capabilities on site that permit electronic access to the 
host administrator at the initiative of that user. The host, either a dedicated computer 
system, Webb site or other hosting environment will be "open" at all times and available 

20 to receive log-ins from a plurality of users, be they buyers and/or sellers, at different 
times, or simultaneously. In either of the systems appropriate for creating such an 
environment, the users will be able to effectively leave messages that are to be 
communicated either directly or indirectly to the users on the opposite side of the host for 
affecting a commercial transaction. The administrator of the product listing will have 

25 capabilities for reviewing and analyzing the sellers' information on a continuous basis so 
that the listing is always up-to-date, or at sufficiently frequent intervals that the likelihood 
of a buyer purchasing a product based on specifications that have been changed since the 
last update is minimized. 

A substantially identical information exchange system as described herein above 

30 may be utilized by a single entity for the purpose of managing certain asset and service 
availabilities within a particular organization or "domain". A system used by such an 
organization may be run on an identical platform to that described herein above, or there 
may be greater leniencies between the divisions for what has previously been described 
as sellers and buyers domains. 
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As an example, an asset manager responsible for tracking and inventorying a 
company's assets will be similarly positioned to a seller. That assets manager may wish 
to have information about its inventories displayed to others within the organization, but 
to also prevent them from making unauthorized changes to the item inventories. 
5 Alternatively, the system of controls may be more relaxed wherein those who survey the 
inventories from a position similar to a buyer may be provided the ability to manipulate 
inventory entries based on that reviewing user's needs and actions taken relative to listed 
items. The basic framework of the information exchange system, however, need not vary 
greatly from the buyers and sellers format. 

10 

EXAMPLE OF A MULTI-SELLER/MULTI-BUYER UTILIZATION 
An example of an information exchange system according to the present invention 
intended to be utilized by a plurality of sellers and buyers may be seen through the 
following example of a domain within which oil field products and services are 
15 exchangeable. Initially, a host information management system is established within a 
computer system that manages and processes all the information entered and stored 
within the system, and controls the access granted to both buyers and sellers. 

It is anticipated that a database format and framework well known within the 
computer industries will be utilized as the present invention's primary platform or driver 
20 for the system. As with all databases, each domain will be customized to the needs and 
requirements of the buyers and sellers expected to utilize the same. 

Once the system for managing the information is established, access must be 
facilitated to both sellers and buyers. As previously described, the host and manager of 
this system will want only those entities who are approved subscribers to have access. 
25 Therefore, an initial step of both sellers and buyers is to solicit authorization for admission 
into the system from the host administrator. In an Internet environment, this authorization 
will be sought electronically by accessing the website that acts as an interface between 
the information management system and the outside world. After a buyer or seller is 
approved for access, they will be issued an identifier such as an identification number or 
30 name for use when seeking access to the management system through the website. As 
a further security measure and as is common to many access-upon-request systems, a 
complimentary password will also be issued that doubly insures that those parties 
accessing the information exchange system have been previously authorized by the host. 
After a seller has been initially approved for access, he or she will communicate 
-35 basic information that is common to the products and services he or she expects to be 
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listed in the system. Based upon the nature of the domain or forum to which that seller 
is granted access, a template record will be created by the administrator to be used when 
the seller's itemized inventory information is entered into the system. This "standard* 
information for a particular seller's products will be amendably inserted into a seller's 
5 sample template that will be available upon log in and which is partially pre-completed 
with that standard information. This pre-completion facilities entry of individual items and 
speeds the input process. 

As in many database templates, each record will comprise a plurality of fields, each 
field representing a specific type of information relevant to each piece of equipment or 

10 service. Using the oil field products and services industry as an example, casing pipe of 
various sizes, wall thicknesses, and thread specifications may be usual products 
exchanged. Therefore, each of these three characteristics may be provided a field wherein 
the specifics about an item being entered are described. For uniformity, when a limited 
number of possibilities is appropriate for a field entry, those possibilities may be made 

1 5 displayable in "drop-down" menus common to databases. Once the sellers' information 
has been input, it is the host system's purpose to make it available in suitable format to 
potential buyers of the products and services. 

Once a buyer has been authorized and permitted access to the exchange system, 
a similarly customized template will optionally be provided. The template, however, is 

20 used by the buyer for making selection criteria entries. A partially completed template 
may be displayed to a buyer upon his or her log in that has certain pre-filled fields 
designated by the individual buyer when he or she subscribes to the system. An example 
would be a subscribing buyer who only supplies casing pipe for the drilling of oil wells. 
In that instance, the buyer would desire to have pre-filled fields that automatically specify 

25 his search criteria to be limited to tubing casing. If there are predominate features that 
are more often than not required by a buyer, those indications may also be pre-filled. 
Generally, anything that can be pre-filled and not repetitively typed will be desirable to a 
buyer. 

Once the buyer logs into the information exchange system he or she is recognized 
30 by the host based on the entered identifier and a pre-filled selection criteria template is 
made available for further customization before a search of the sellers' inventories is 
executed by the database. It is also possible that the format for display of the buyer's 
listing may be customized for a particular buyer based on his or her recurring needs. For 
instance, all casing pipe may be considered to be fungible, therefore it is not necessary 
.35 for the buyer to know how many different sellers such pipe available. 



12 



WO 97/44749 



PCTAJS97/08750 



After the buyer listing indicating product and service availability meeting the 
buyer's specified criteria is displayed, the buyer reviews the same and makes decisions 
based thereon. It may be that a purchase decision is made and the transaction is initiated 
within the host system. Based upon the degree of control retained by the host over such 
5 sale transactions, the two parties may be permitted to deal directly through the host 
system. Alternatively, the host may remain an intermediary who conveys messages. In 
each case, the transaction may be electronically processed through the several physical 
connections established between the buyer and seller by way of the interface of the host 
system. Transaction that are controlled by the host may be tracked, administered, and 

10 charged for. It is possible that the host will charge transactional service fees that are unit 
based per transaction or proportionally based on such things as selling price and 
quantities. Alternatively, a seller may be assessed a fees based upon the amount of 
inventory maintained on the host's system. This type of pricing, however, will be more 
suitable to asset management systems, a use which is detailed herein below. 

15 In practice, the present invention provides significant benefits to both sellers and 

buyers in that access may be achieved from any location at which the buyer or seller can 
make suitable connections to the Internet. Most often, this will be accomplished through 
the buyers or sellers regular Internet access provider. This, however, is not a limitation 
in that the website of the host is "blind" to the avenue through which access is sought, 

20 other than that such access comes through the expected Internet network to the host site. 

The particulars under which the information exchange system is administered will 
be controlled by the host though appropriate programming . It is anticipated that 
exemplary exchange systems described herein may be altered in any number of ways to 
better facilitate exchanges between different parties for relevant product and service 

25 classifications which have been designated herein as domains. 

EXAMPLE OF AN ASSET MANAGEMENT UTILIZATION 
As described herein above, an asset manager may desire to out-source 
substantially all overhead associated with in-house information management facilities. The 
30 above described system provides a superior solution for such a manager with very little 
amendment to the procedures and programming described in the example immediately 
above. In the instance of a large corporation, there may be widely spread and remote 
locations from which people need to review available assets and services within their 
particular organization. Because it is anticipated that the specific domain will be accessed 
- 35 by users within the same organizations, the partitions otherwise provider between buyers 
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and sellers may be relaxed . At the same time, however, they may be desirably 
maintained so that strict controls are made available to the asset manager. Like the 
example above regarding oil field products and services, a world wide oilfield service 
company may have similar needs to a market wherein a plurality of sellers and buyers 
5 operate. In such a case, the administrator or manager of the assets will act as a unified 
"seller" of product and service available within the organization and users throughout the 
company will act as "buyers" who can review assets currently owned by the company 
before going outside the company to purchase items. 

The benefits of using such systems are obvious. Not only does it stop the 

10 overhead charges to the asset administrator by removing the need for physical computer 
space and capabilities, but it also out-sources programming personnel who would 
otherwise be required to maintain an irvhouse system. Still further, the superior exchange 
of information that will be experienced within the organization will be reflected in lower 
costs and better utilization of assets. As mentioned herein above, the host provider of the 

15 information exchange system will most likely charge a user fee that may not be 
transactional^ based, but more closely associated with the volume of inventory 
maintained in the management system. 

Each of these embodiments of the present invention are viewed as information 
exchange systems that may be suited for any product or service wherein information is 

20 desired in an easy to comprehend format by either (1) asset managers and users of the 
inventoried properties or (2) a plurality of purchasers and a plurality of sellers who desire 
access to a focused marketing medium for the products and services in which each is 
interested. Based upon the descriptions contained herein, the limits upon the information 
management system and its applications are viewed as being almost without bound and 

25 capable of providing great benefit to all participating users. 

Information management systems in the form of automated and independently 
accessible inventory information exchange systems and their methods of use have been 
described herein. These and other variations which will be appreciated by those skilled 
in the art are within the intended scope of this invention as claimed below. As previously 

30 stated, detailed embodiments of the present invention are disclosed herein; however, it 
is to be understood that the disclosed embodiments are merely exemplary of the invention 
that may be embodied in various forms. 
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INDUSTRIAL APPLICABILITY: The present invention finds utility in businesses and 
industries requiring the controlled exchange of inventory information. These inventories 
may include both products and services with the management of the same being 
accomplished in any processing environment, but particularly in computer settings. In a 
5 preferred embodiment, the system operates on what is generally known as the Internet 
providing remote and continuous access to a plurality of persons desirng to sell products 
for services and others who desire to buy the same. In an alternative embodiment, the 
present invention finds utility in an organization wherein that organization's complexity 
requires sophisticated information management systems for controlling inventories within 
10 the bound of that organization. 
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1 . A method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of information 
by a host regarding product and service availability, said method comprising the following 
steps: 

establishing a host operated information management system, said information 
management system being a computer having information processing and storage 
capabilities and electronic communication connections that permit third parties to 
electronically connect with said information management system for exchanging 
information therewith; 

granting limited electronic access to said information management system to host 
approved sellers of products and services, each approved seller then having a self-initiated 
capability to exclusively access that seller's inventory information maintained on said 
information management system for adding, amending and deleting portions of said 
seller's inventory information; 

analyzing the seller's inventory information and assimilating that information into 
a buyers listing of products and services available through said information management 
system; 

granting limited electronic access to said information management system to host 
approved buyers of products and services, each approved buyer then having a self- 
initiated capability to access said buyers listing for reviewing products and services of 
interest to that buyer; and 

providing capability for a purchase transaction to be initiated by an approved buyer 
who electronically designates within said information management system a product or 
service of interest for purchase from the buyers listing. 
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2. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 ; 
further comprising: 

assessing a seller a service charge determined by the amount of inventory 
information stored on the seller's behalf in said host information management system. 

3. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1; 
further comprising: 

assessing a seller a transactional service charge, the amount of said service charge 
being determined by the sale price of the item sold in a sale transaction completed on said 
host information management system. 

4. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1; 
further comprising: 

assessing a seller a uniform transactional service charge per sale transaction 
completed on said host information management system. 

5. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 ; 
wherein each approved buyer's capability to access said buyers listing for reviewing 
products further comprises the capability to filter said buyers listing so that only products 
or services meeting that buyer's specified criteria are listed for review. 
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6. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 ; 
further comprising: 

altering the status of a selected item designated by a buyer for purchase so that 
said item is subsequently removed from display on said buyers listing. 

7. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 ; 
further comprising: 

altering the status of a selected item designated by a buyer for purchase so that 
said item is subsequently blocked from future selection by a buyer until said item's 
previous status is restored. 

8. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1; 
further comprising: 

issuing each seller and each buyer a unique identifier utilized by said host 
information management system to identify each upon log in into the host information 
management system. 

9. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1; 
wherein said host operated information management system is interfaced to said sellers 
and said buyers as a site accessible through the Internet. 
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10. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 9; 
wherein said Internet site of the host operated information management system is 
substantially continuously available to a plurality of sellers and a plurality of buyers. 

1 1 . The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 9; 
wherein each of said sellers accesses the Internet site of the host operated information 
management system remotely through an Internet access provider of that seller. 

12. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 9; 
wherein each of said buyers accesses the Internet site of the host operated information 
management system remotely through an internet access provider of that buyer. 

13. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 2; 
wherein each of said sellers accesses the Internet site of the host operated information 
management system remotely through an Internet access provider of that seller. 

14. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 3; 
wherein said host information management system operates in a database format in which 
information pertaining to a particular product or service item is maintained as one of a 
plurality of records of said database and the buyers listing is produced through a report 
that surveys said plurality of records and compiles said buyers listing from selected 
information contained within the records. 
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15. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 14; 
further comprising: 

assigning a unique identifier to each record for tracking and processing purposes. 

16. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 5; 
further comprising: 

formatting each record to a template, said template having a plurality of fields 
wherein each field is intended to contain a specific type of information about the product 
or service item of that record. 

17. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 16; 
further comprising: 

customizing a template for each seller wherein each field that is likely to contain 
the same information for each product or service record of that seller is pre-completed to 
facilitate the entry of product and service information into the host information 
management system by the seller. 

18. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 7; 
further comprising: 

displaying a seller's customized template upon that seller being recognized by the 
host information management system based on the seller's input self-identifier. 
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19. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 6; 
further comprising: 

displaying said template to a buyer upon log in, said buyer then completing chosen 
fields with information to be used in a matching process with like fields in the sellers' 
inventory records for filtering product and service information to be listed on the buyers 
listing to that information which meets said buyer's specified filter criteria. 

20. The method for controlling the collection, processing and dissemination of 
information by a host regarding product and service availability as recited in claim 1 9; 
further comprising: 

condensing said buyer's filtered product and service information to be listed on the 
buyers listing so that products and services meeting certain host specified filter criteria are 
reduced to one single entry on said buyers listing for brevity and simplification purposes 
to the reviewing buyer. 
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